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Abstract: The purpose of this study is to examine the role social networking technologies
play in the moral economy of alternative tourism. The study takes as its empirical focus
the online hospitality exchange network Couchsurfing. Using the concept of ‘moral affor-
dances’, the analysis outlines the way Couchsurfing’s technical systems, software design,
and search algorithms enable participants to engage in a moral economy based on the
non-commodified provision of accommodation to strangers and personal relations of trust
and intimacy. Findings suggest that these affordances are not isolated effects of the technol-
ogies themselves, but rather reflect a broader moral landscape in which alternative tourism is
performed. Keywords: alternative tourism, Couchsurfing, moral affordances, moral economy,
sharing economy, social networking technologies. � 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

INTRODUCTION

The moral and ethical dimensions of mass tourism and its alterna-
tives have long been a central theme in tourism studies. Early discus-
sions of modern tourism, from Boorstin’s (1961) condemnation of
‘tourist bubbles’ to Turner and Ash’s (1975) depiction of ‘golden
hordes’ of tourists pushing against the ‘pleasure periphery’, drew
attention to the morally questionable effects of a jet-fuelled, plea-
sure-peddling tourism industry. Ever since, critics have lamented the
social, environmental and economic consequences of modern tourism
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while pointing to a variety of ‘alternatives’, such as ‘ecotourism’, ‘sus-
tainable tourism’, ‘responsible tourism’ and ‘ethical tourism’, that
seemed to offer a solution to tourism’s many problems (Buckley,
1994; Hultsman, 1995; Jafari & Wall, 1994; MacCannell, 2011; Smith
& Duffy, 2003).

As alternative tourism gained traction, however, it also attracted
criticism of its own. Cohen (1987) noted quite early on in the debate
that alternative tourism itself merits critical examination, not least of
all because it ushers in new sets of problems and in many cases repro-
duces the very structures it seeks to subvert. With mass tourism serving
as a lightning rod for what is ‘wrong’ with tourism, and alternative tour-
ism serving as a contested emblem of ‘right’, or at least ‘better’, ways to
travel, these debates have offered tourism scholars a lens through
which to examine the ever shifting contours of tourism’s moral
landscape.

While the debate over the moral qualities of mass tourism and the
moral limits of alternative tourism is never far from our minds, every
now and then it enjoys renewed vitality as new tourism practices
emerge. We have seen this most recently with the cases of ‘slow tour-
ism’ (Dickinson & Lumsden, 2010; Fullagar, Markwell, & Wilson,
2012), ‘voluntourism’ (Lyons & Wearing, 2008), and, the focus of this
paper, free hospitality exchange networks. Like their predecessors,
these new forms of alternative tourism challenge the for-profit logic
of mass tourism and promote more intimate and authentic connec-
tions with people and places (see Cohen, 1987). However, unlike alter-
native tourism practices that emerged in the mid-twentieth century,
today’s alternative practices are increasingly shaped by new social net-
working technologies. For example, many voluntourists post photos of
their volunteering activities on Facebook (Conran, 2012), slow tourists
often travel with laptop computers (Markwell, Fullagar, & Wilson,
2012), and hospitality exchange sites like Couchsurfing.org use online
social networking technologies to connect travelers with hosts willing
to offer free accommodation.

For the most part, however, the literature has not fully engaged with
alternative tourists’ use of technology, even though increasing num-
bers of tourists now use a variety of information and communication
technologies while on the road. The aim of this article is to bring social
networking technologies into debates surrounding alternative tourism
and to examine the moral affordances of these technologies in the con-
text of alternative tourism practices. The empirical focus of the article
is the online hospitality networking site Couchsurfing.org, which coor-
dinates the free exchange of hospitality among travelers. Like many
other alternative tourism initiatives, Couchsurfing is defined by a spe-
cific moral agenda, expressed in the project’s mission to ‘create a bet-
ter world, one couch at a time’ by facilitating ‘meaningful connections’
among its members (Couchsurfing, 2012). As will become clear in the
discussion that follows, many Couchsurfers define a ‘better world’ as
one in which people connect in more authentic and meaningful ways
outside of the corporate grid of consumer society (Germann Molz,
2012). In this sense, Couchsurfing is based on a ‘moral economy’,
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